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Abstract: 
The Fifth Wave by Rick Yancey is a dystopian novel that reflects both humanity’s deep-seated 

anxieties and its capacity for resilience. The narrative centers on the aftermath of an alien invasion, 

focusing on characters such as Cassie Sullivan, Ben Parrish, and Evan Walker. The invasion systematically 
dismantles social systems, moral frameworks, and even the plea of human existence. This crisis calls into 
question the value and validity of these social systems, compelling the characters to confront the fragility 
of human meaning and to redefine their purpose in a drastically changed world. It questions the 
fundamentals of life, humanity that intricately bound to the struggles of survival and perseverance. The 
characters struggle with fundamental questions about purpose, identity, and the worth of life in a reality 
where the traditional foundations of meaning have collapsed. This tension fuels much of the novel’s drama, 
shaping the characters’ decisions as they fight to endure. While the alien onslaught underscores the 

vulnerability of human meaning in the face of overwhelming destruction, the story also illuminates the 
resilience of the human spirit—the capacity to forge purpose through relationships, acts of defiance, and 
hope itself. By confronting these dilemmas, the characters reveal that even in the darkest circumstances, 
perseverance can generate meaning where none seems to exist. 
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Introduction 

          The Fifth Wave, a young adult novel, is written by a native Floridian author, Richard Yancey, 
known as Rick Yancey. It is the first novel in The Fifth Wave trilogy that is followed by The Infinite 

Sea and The Last Star. The novel includes of science fiction with the genre of dystopia that discusses 
the topic in the future. The story of a teenage girl named Cassie Sullivan who had a family that 

consisting of a mother, father and brother, Sammie. Cassie is described as a strong and buoyant girl 
who has survived the four great waves that the alien has launched into the earth. The novel takes 

place in a modern but dystopian United States where aliens have taken over Earth. Although the 
world depicted in The Fifth Wave is in the near future, it also has some basis in history. The novel 

draws parallels between the aliens coming to Earth and Christopher Columbus coming to the 
Americas for the first time. Like the aliens, European settlers used violence to get rid of the Native 

Americans in order to live on their land. Settlers, sometimes intentionally, also spread disease, which 
wiped out a large percentage of the indigenous population, similar to what happens to the humans in 

the novel. The tactics of the aliens in the novel also draw on later genocides in history, with several 
details of Ben‘s time at Camp Haven resembling a Nazi concentration camp during World War II. In 

particular, the mass executions and the disposal of bodies by ignition recall techniques the Nazis used 
during the so-called ―Final Solution‖ to eliminate Jewish people. The novel also explores the issue of 

gun ownership, which was and still is politically argumentative in the U.S. Much of the time, the 
novel seems to argue for the necessity of gun ownership, suggesting that citizens should arm 

themselves because they can‘t trust institutions like the government or the army to protect them 
during a crisis. 

 
Quick Response Code: 

 

Website: 

https://jrdrvb.org/ 

 

DOI:10.5281/zenodo.17183350  

 
 

Creative Commons (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0) 
This is an open access journal, and articles are distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International Public License, which allows others to remix, 
tweak, and build upon the work noncommercially, as long as appropriate credit is given and the new 
creations ae licensed under the idential terms. 

Address for correspondence:  
 

Dr.Deepanjali Karbhari Borse,Associate Professor, Department of English,Mahilaratna Pushpatai Hiray 

Arts Science and Commerce Mahila Mahavidyalaya Malegaon Camp Dist Nashik Maharashtra 

 How to cite this article:  

Borse, D. K. (2025). A Critical Study of the Fifth Wave: An Expression of the Dark Reality of 

Humanity. Journal of Research and Development, 17(8), 39–41. 

 https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.17183350 

Original Article 



 

Journal of Research and Development 
Peer Reviewed International, Open Access Journal. 

ISSN : 2230-9578 |  Website: https://jrdrvb.org  Volume-17, Issue-8| August - 2025 
 

40 

The novel also depicts how widespread gun ownership can lead to distrust and increased violence. According 

to Iser (1978),  ―With the interaction between the text of the literary work and the readers, it evidenced that the study of 

literary work is not only related to the physical text, but also how the readers give their responses that related to the text 

itself.‖ 
The book starts out following Cassie, a teenage girl surviving by herself after her parents were killed by the 

alien invasion and her younger brother was kidnapped by a group of soldiers. The aliens attacked in 4 waves: an EMP 

bomb, natural disasters, a plague, and alien assassins. Cassie has survived all of them and is trying to make it on her 

own. The theme of identity crisis, meaninglessness and absurdity of life crisis is deeply intertwined with survival and 

determination. The alien invasion and absurdity of life drives much of the novel's tension and shapes the characters' 

paths as they struggle to endure and persist. In The Fifth Wave by Rick Yancey, the alien invasion dismantles social 

systems, moral frameworks, and even the perception of human identity—plunging the characters into an identity crisis, 

meaninglessness and absurdity of life crisis. This crisis challenges the value and validity of these constructs, forcing the 

survivors to confront the fragility of human meaning and redefine their purpose in a world exposed of its foundations. 

Cassie frequently reflects on the futility of her survival. Her purpose to rescue her brother, Sammy, becomes her sole 

determination. She tries to give her life meaning in the meaningless world. Her inner conflict reveals her struggle to 
resolve the harshness of survival with her need for purpose. The conflict of the book begins when Cassie‘s little brother 

was taken by the aliens, her father was killed, and she was left alone to find her brother. Because the aliens‘ look like 

humans. Cassie is constantly facing the struggle of who to trust, especially when she is wounded, and Evan finds her. 

The destruction of societal norms creates a world where traditional morals and identities lose their meaning. Trust 

becomes dangerous, and morality becomes a liability. Characters like Cassie are forced to act in ways that challenge 

their former values, such as killing to survive. The alien program to brainwash children into soldiers (like Ben and his 

squad) erases their individual identities, reducing them to tools of war. The survivors are forced to abandon traditional 

moral codes to survive. For example, Cassie must kill to protect herself, and children are trained to kill as part of the 

alien-controlled military program. This moral ambiguity challenges the idea of universal human ethics. Ben's 

transformation from a high school athlete to a soldier demonstrates the meaninglessness and absurdity of life for their 

survival. Initially, he sees his life as devoid of meaning, but his eventual commitment to protecting others provides him 

with a sense of purpose. It reveals his maturity in an early age due to the controversial circumstances for their survival. 
His sense of self-worth is obliterated, and he initially sees no purpose in his life beyond following orders. The aliens' 

attacks such as, EMP waves, tsunamis, and the plague, destroy governments and infrastructure, leaving survivors in 

chaos. The collapse of societal order raises questions about the permanence and reliability of human systems. Trust, a 

fundamental human construct, becomes a liability. The aliens‘ ability to disguise themselves as humans‘ forces 

survivors to question everyone. They couldn‘t trust on each other including their loved ones, undermining the very 

fabric of human relationships. 

Cassie is one of the most important characters in the novel. The following lines reflect Cassie‘s own thoughts 

as well. As she is speaking with Brogden, Cassie states that she ―did my best to answer Brogden‘s questions without 

popping him with my free hand‖. This shows that even though Cassie is speaking with Brogden hoping to join their 

camp for the safety of her family and herself, she is resistant and untrusting. Brogden asks them why they‘re here (at 

the camp), and Cassie responds, ―you mean at this camp, or are you being identity crisis, meaninglessness and 
absurdity of life?‖. Brogden is confused, and Cassie continues, saying ―if you‘d asked me that before all this…‖ 

happened, I‘d have said something like, ‗We‘re here to serve our fellow man or contribute to society.‘ If I wanted to be 

a...‖ I‘d say, ‗Because if we weren‘t here, we‘d be somewhere else.‘ But since all this ...‖ has happened, I‘m going to 

say it‘s because we‘re just dumb lucky‖. This shows that she has a mildly sarcastic and snarky side to her personality. 

Another very important detail we learn from this statement is that even though it‘s the ‗apocalypse‘, Cassie seems very 

unafraid and unintimidated by people and situations that most people would panic in. Purpose of living a life in the 

novel is not just about enduring physical challenges but also about overcoming the psychological toll of an identity 

crisis, meaninglessness and absurdity of life crisis. Despite the prevalent sense of despair, characters like Cassie and 

Ben find hope in small, personal goals—rescuing a loved one, fighting back against the aliens. These goals give them a 

reason to persevere. The survivors‘ resistance against the alien invaders can be seen as an act of defiance against the 

meaninglessness imposed on them.  By fighting back, they assert their agency and regain their humanity. The aliens, 

who view humanity as an epidemic, intensify dehumanized nature of the aliens. It amplifies human and non-human 
contrast between the two.  Their systematic and emotionless destruction of humanity forces the survivors to confront 

their own value and purpose that extends to the concept of human identity. The aliens' penetration of human bodies and 

minds blurs the line between human and alien. It challenges the uniqueness of human identity. Evan Walker‘s dual 

nature as both alien and human exemplify this conflict. Survivors like Ben Parish and his squad are stripped of their 

individuality and reduced to tools of war. Their identities are subsumed by their roles as soldiers, raising questions 

about the value of individuality in a survivalist world. 

The aliens‘ perspective on humanity intensifies the dark reality of humanity. The aliens view humans as a 

destructive force on Earth, justifying their eradication. This perspective forces the characters—and readers—to confront 
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uncomfortable questions about humanity‘s role and impact on the planet. With the constructs of civilization gone, 

survivors must grapple with whether life has inherent meaning or if meaning must be created. Cassie‘s reflections often 

center on the futility of survival without purpose. The alien invasion exposes the absurdity and arbitrariness of human 

paradigms. Cassie reflects on how her pre-invasion concerns—grades, popularity, and relationships—now seem trivial. 
This contrast highlights the artificiality of these social constructs at the time of facing the life threats. Education and 

achievements in life seem to be meaningless. Aliens dismantle everything that is existed on the planet Earth. They even 

challenge human military power which questions the significance of human advancements and dominance. The alien 

invasion systematically dismantles humanity‘s foundations—technology, governments, and social structures. The 

collapse leaves survivors questioning the point of these systems that once defined their lives. For example: The aliens‘ 

calculated destruction of human civilization reveals the fragility of social foundations, making survival seem futile. 

Institutions like schools, families, and governments lose their significance as survival becomes the sole priority. The 

survivors‘ fight against the aliens for sustaining their life. By resisting, they regain their agency and assert the value of 

social constructs, even in a world where they seem futile. The theme of futility is intricately woven into The Fifth Wave 

by Rick Yancey, reflecting the chaos and despair that emerge in the wake of the alien invasion. This theme challenges 

the characters' understanding of purpose, identity, and morality as they navigate a world stripped of its former order and 
meaning. Characters frequently grapple with the idea of futility in the face of mass destruction and death. Cassie 

Sullivan reflects on how the aliens have stripped away everything that once gave life meaning—family, love, and hope. 

Her internal monologues reveal her struggle to find a reason to keep going. The alien invaders view humanity as 

insignificant and expendable, treating humans as a plague on Earth. This perspective reinforces the idea of human life 

as meaningless in the grander scheme of the universe. The aliens‘ manipulation of survivors, such as turning children 

into soldiers, further dehumanizes and trivializes human existence. 

Conclusion 

In The Fifth Wave, reviewers have various responses about the novel. Rina Wiryadi rightly pointed out, ―It 

was concluded that everyone has different responses in evaluating a literary work.‖ The novel reflects the darker side of 

the humanity that is both a consequence of the alien invasion and a challenge the characters must confront. The novel 

delves into the absurdity of life crisis brought on by the collapse of social constructs. At the same time, it highlights the 

human ability to create purpose even in the face of despair. This tension between meaninglessness and the search for 
meaning drives the emotional core of the story. It also reflects the fragility and arbitrariness of the systems and beliefs 

that define human life. The alien invasion forces the survivors to confront the collapse of these constructs and question 

their validity. Yet, the novel also demonstrates humanity‘s resilience, as the characters strive to rebuild meaning and 

purpose in the face of life despair. Through this lens, the story explores the tension between the collapse of social 

systems and the enduring human spirit. In The 5th Wave, the crisis of survival and perseverance underscores the 

fragility of human meaning in the face of overwhelming destruction. Yet, the novel also highlights the strength of the 

human spirit: the ability to find purpose in relationships, rebellion, and hope. By grappling with these darker side of 

humanity and absurdity of life questions, the characters demonstrate that even in the darkest times, perseverance can 

create meaning where none seems to exist. 
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